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The “New Selma” and the Old Selma:
Arizona, Alabama, and the Immigration
Civil Rights Movement
in the Twenty-First Century
Kristina Campbell
In April 2010, when Arizona passed its infamous anti-
immigrant law, SB 1070, many commenters—including myself—observed
that, in the struggle for immigrants’ rights, Arizona had become to Latinos
what Alabama was to African Americans during the Civil Rights struggle
of the 1950s and 1960s.1 More specifically, Arizona was dubbed the “New
Selma” in recognition of the importance of the Bloody Sunday events during the Selma to Montgomery March on March 7, 1965, in the fight for
the passage of the Voting Rights Act (VRA) in August 1965.2 Now, on the
fiftieth anniversary of both the Selma March and the passage of the VRA,
we are still awaiting comprehensive immigration reform at the federal level.3
As Congress continues to deprive the millions of unauthorized migrants
living and working in the United States the opportunity to regularize their
immigration status, and as the racist and xenophobic undertones of anti-
immigrant rhetoric only increase over time,4 the similarities between the
New Selma and Old Selma as a cultural flash point in the struggle for
equality and human dignity become more and more pronounced.
In his unfinished manuscript, “The Politics of Expulsion: A Short History
of Alabama’s Anti-Immigrant Law, HB 56,” the late Raymond A. Mohl,
Distinguished Professor of History at the University of Alabama at Birmingham, directly and succinctly identified the true nature of the motivations behind the passage of HB 56 in the Alabama legislature. Professor
Mohl observed that “nativist fears of large numbers of ethnically different
newcomers, especially over job competition and unwanted cultural change,
sometimes referred to as ‘cultural dilution,’ provided political cover for
politicians who sought to control and regulate immigration within state
borders, but also to push illegal immigrants out.”5 By recognizing that HB
56 and other anti-immigrant laws that followed nationwide in the wake of
SB 1070 were driven by racist and nativist politicians,6 Professor Mohl cut
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directly to the issue when he commented that “the state’s harsh, aggressive,
and discriminatory anti-immigrant policy also brought back memories from
a half-century earlier, when state-sponsored racial discrimination targeted
African Americans.”7
At the heart of the connection between the New Selma and the Old Selma
is the attempt by politicians in both eras to limit the civil rights of persons of
color by passing discriminatory laws—African Americans in the Old Selma,
and Latinos in the New Selma. Due in large part to the high-profile United
States Supreme Court case challenging SB 1070 in 2012,8 Arizona’s status as
the New Selma was cemented in the public’s imagination as “ground zero”
of the immigrants’ civil rights movement in this century.9 However, Professor
Mohl’s manuscript is an important contribution to the scholarly literature
because his discussion of HB 56 not only situates Alabama’s anti-immigrant
law within the state’s unique history of racial segregation and discrimination, but it also begs the question: To what extent has the culture of the Old
Selma influenced the “New Nativism”10 of the South? And is the state of
Arizona—fraught with its own long history of anti-Latino sentiment in the
Southwest—really the New Selma of the immigrants’ civil rights movement?
While not making the claim outright, Professor Mohl’s manuscript
nonetheless makes a compelling case that the state of Alabama—not Arizona—represents the true spirit of the fight against the anti-immigrant laws
targeting Latinos across the country in the first decade of the twenty-first
century. In discussing the genesis of Arizona’s SB 1070 and the influence of
the law’s architect, Kansas politician Kris Kobach, Professor Mohl details
how Kobach was approached by Alabama politicians seeking his assistance
in crafting an anti-immigrant law for Alabama, which had recently seen an
influx of Latinos to the state.11 He then discusses the ways in which HB 56,
which was signed by the governor in June 2011, was an even more aggressive effort to fulfill Kobach’s vision of “attrition through enforcement”—or
self-deportation of immigrants, a policy position once endorsed by 2012
Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney12—than SB 1070. Startling
in sweep and breathtaking in scope, HB 56 was as comprehensive as it was
cruel: The law not only made it a crime for undocumented persons to reside
in the state of Alabama and denied them access to almost every public
service in Alabama, it also required public schools to verify the immigration status of children, which Professor Mohl notes was unique among the
anti-immigrant laws of the era and almost certainly in contravention of the
U.S. Supreme Court decision in Plyler v. Doe13 guaranteeing free public
education elementary and secondary education to children, regardless of
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immigration status.14 The admitted racist and nativist motivations of Michael
Hethmon of the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), and
Hethmon’s own statements about his long-term strategy reasons for including the public school status-check provision in HB 56, are the best evidence
of the link between the discriminatory intent of HB 56 and Jim Crow Era
laws targeting African Americans in Alabama.15
However, it is the collective response to HB 56—by civil rights groups,
faith communities, and concerned citizens in Alabama—that provides the
strongest argument that the spirit of Selma remains in Alabama in the nationwide struggle for immigrant civil rights. Not only does Professor Mohl’s
manuscript detail the swift condemnation of HB 56 and the unintended
economic consequences of the law in Alabama due to the fact that terrified
Latinos fled the state following the law’s passage,16 but it also discusses
the courage displayed by those opposed to the law in the face of vehement
nativist and xenophobic rhetoric.17 The hostility faced by those who spoke
out against the law cannot be understated. Indeed, the situation in Alabama
was so critical at one point following the passage of HB 56 that the U.S.
Department of Justice (DOJ) sent federal monitors to the state to document
any potential violation of civil rights and civil liberties that were occurring in
Alabama as a result of the law’s enforcement.18 However, people of principle
and conscience remained undeterred in their efforts against HB 56. Professor
Mohl describes how many “diverse” groups in Alabama were “galvanized”
by the passage of HB 56, worked together to overcome the deleterious effects
of the law, and joined in the legal efforts to get it struck down in the courts.19
He notes in his manuscript how several prominent publications, including
the New York Times, observed that the passage of HB 56 had ushered in “a
new Alabama civil rights movement focused on immigrant rights.”20
This commentary by those watching the situation unfolding in Alabama
after the enactment of HB 56—that the Old Selma is actually the New
Selma—underscores the link between the African American Civil Rights
Movement of the past, the immigration civil rights movement of the present, and the importance of the state of Alabama in both movements. One
of the criticisms leveled at the Department of Justice’s (DOJ) legal strategy
in United States v. Arizona, the 2012 Supreme Court case that ultimately
reaffirmed the supremacy of federal immigration law over the states, was
that, despite the ultimate success of the DOJ’s legal arguments, the pre-
emption theory that struck down SB 1070 did not get to the real issue behind
anti-immigrant laws—that such laws are motivated by racism, xenophobia,
and discriminatory intent against Latinos and other people of color.21 By
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contrast, the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals decision enjoining enforcement of HB 56 found that “‘there was substantial evidence that the law was
adopted with discriminatory intent against Latinos,’ and that Alabama’s legislators ‘conflated race and immigration status.’”22 Ultimately, the Eleventh
Circuit Court also held that HB 56 violated the Equal Protection Clause
of the Fourteenth Amendment, and that, in its passage of HB 56, Alabama
had “crafted a calculated policy of expulsion.”23
That this pronouncement about the undeniable link between race, immigration status, and equal protection under the law was delivered against
Alabama’s anti-immigrant law—and not the infamous Arizona “Show Me
Your Papers” law24—makes Professor Mohl’s unfinished manuscript about
HB 56 even more critical to our understanding of the history of race, law,
and social movements in the American South. Unlike Arizona, Alabama
is not known for its history of discrimination against Latinos—when one
thinks of the history of racially discriminatory laws in the state of Alabama,
one thinks of laws targeting African Americans in the Jim Crow South.
However, Professor Mohl correctly identifies HB 56 as consistent with
Alabama’s history of engaging in “politics of expulsion”—laws that are
designed to intimidate, harass, and appeal “to xenophobic fears of racial
diversity, cultural change, and economic competition.”25
The anti-immigrant movement in Alabama has been called by some as
“Arizona on steroids,”26 and Professor Mohl opined that HB 56 “brought
nativism and xenophobia into the political mainstream in Alabama.”27 But
in mainstream media and culture, the story of how HB 56 was born and
died is not nearly as well known as that of its forebear and counterpart in
Arizona, SB 1070. Without detracting from the importance of the passage
of SB 1070 in Arizona to the emergence of immigration as a new civil rights
issue for the twenty-first century, the untold story of HB 56 in the immigration civil rights movement is one that should be heard. I am thankful to
Professor Mohl for starting the conversation about the relevance of HB 56
to the continuing struggle for Latinos’ and immigrants’ rights in our country,
and grateful to him for shedding light on the prospect that, in this new civil
rights movement, the Selma of yesterday is also the Selma of today.
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